Daily exercise and good nutrition could reduce the modern epidemics of obesity, Type 2 diabetes, and heart disease. At the same time, urban environmental problems such as heatwaves and air pollution are related to carbon dioxide emissions and hence car use, which public transport, cycling and walking would help to alleviate. Yet despite the twin benefits for health and the environment less than 5% of people walk to work each day and only 1% cycle. Instead, four out of five Australian commuters travel by car. 1 Why hasn't behaviour change occurred on anything like the scale required? How can policy respond to these public health and environmental threats? We argue that current solutions often have an unacknowledged time dimension, one vital factor constraining their uptake. The availability of free time has declined, and if interventions are to succeed they must avoid adding to time burdens. Like income, time is a resource. It is limited and has become more precious because of changes in the nature of work, how long people are working, who is working and the time costs of care. This paper briefly reviews why time pressure has become so widespread, who is most affected and the likely time consequences of the ageing population.
Work intensification
One hundred and fifty years ago, long work hours were a feature of the Australian economy. It was not until 1856 that an eight hour day became a right, at least for a few. Work hours did not reduce immediately (in 1890 they still averaged over 50 hours a week), 2 nor did they change for all employees, but average hours gradually declined until the early 1980s, when Australian full-time workers averaged less than 40 hours per week. 3 The decade of the 1970s marked a turning point. Global competition accelerated because of widespread financial deregulation, the strengthening of global economic institutions (e.g. the World Trade Organization and the International Monetary Fund), the growth in multinational corporations and international movement of capital. Some public sector services were downsized or privatised and businesses began competing much more in global markets. As a result, flexible and insecure employment increased in many developed economies. 4 In Australia, employees began to work longer and harder and average full-time work hours rose. 5 Currently, one third of the Australian labour force puts in unpaid overtime, 6 one-third of men in full-time jobs work more than 50 hours a week 7 and the average Australian full-time employee works nearly 42 hours per week. 8 But it is not only the number of hours spent at work that generates time pressure. The pace and intensity of work adds to the experience of busyness. Across European nations work intensity has increased for the past 20 years, with more people working harder, at very high speed and under a great deal of tension. 9 Data for Australia does not cover that whole time span, but what evidence there is indicates similar trends here. 9, 10 Technological advances such as laptop computers, email and mobile phones further complicate the boundary between work and free time, adding to the experience of overload.
The reconfiguration of work and family life
Women are now nearly half of the Australian labour force, and much of this increase has been driven by the workforce participation of mothers. In 2001, over 72% of Australian mothers with dependent children worked for pay, compared to 46% of mothers in the 1980s. 11 Even mothers with very young children show a similar trend. In 2000, 45% of Australian women with children aged under four were in the paid workforce compared to 29% in 1985. 12 A less visible consequence is the transformation of free time. For families, the combined work times of both parents reveals how much time use has changed. Three decades ago, most couple families in the United States (US) had mothers at home, and in these households the time devoted to paid work (by fathers) averaged 45 hours per week. Now, dual-earner families are the most common family type and in the US the time devoted to paid work (from both parents combined) averages 82 hours per week. 13 In Australia the figure is lower, closer to 70 hours per week. 14 Families with employed parents may have more income, but they are now 'time poor', and the pressures of time poverty are especially acute for mothers. Adding together paid and unpaid work, the total time demands on full-time employed parents is 14 hours per day for mothers and 12 hours per day for fathers. 15 Child care helps but does not solve the problem because parents still strive to preserve time with their children. 16 What is lost is leisure time. Men and women without children average 35 and 31 hours of leisure time per week respectively, but fathers and mothers of infants (when care demands are high) only average eight hours and two hours per week. 15 Now, a significant proportion of adults struggle to find time free from working and caring.
Time for health
Yet, people need time to keep healthy. In an Australian survey on obesity, one in five experts ranked time pressure as the single most important social trend underlying the rising rates of obesity. 17 Both sedentary and active individuals cited lack of time, ahead of either income or knowledge, as the barrier to regularly exercising. 18 Similarly, a quarter of Australian women said that exercising five or more times per week was definitely not feasible 19 and finding time for exercise is especially a problem for mothers. 18 Preparing nutritious meals also takes time, and in a European survey of 14 000 people one third of respondents listed lack of time as a major barrier to healthy eating. 20 One reason why people eat 'fast food' is to save time.
Travel time
Time costs also shape travel choices. Two thirds of drivers in Sydney said that they would use public transport if it were as quick as car travel. Time spent waiting for public transport is viewed as particularly wasteful, so both the actual journey time and the waiting time act as disincentives. 21 Initiatives to increase the use of public transport may not consider the potential compounding time impacts for adults who both work and care. In these time-poor families, daily travel must fit in children's activities alongside parents' work, so walking, cycling or public transport are almost never time-feasible.
The ageing population
The ageing population could exacerbate time shortages. In 2004, 13% of Australia's population was aged 65 years and over. In 2051, this is projected to increase to between 26 and 28%. 22 The consequences are threefold: there will be proportionally fewer working age adults and they will face more pressures to work; the need for elder care will increase; and more people will be combining work with family care. For some households paid work will need to be combined with caring for both children and ageing parents. 8 
Saving time
The solutions to urgent public health and environmental problems are competing in what is a time-scarce market. Work has intensified and work hours are rising, while demographic trends create acute pressures for adults combining working with caring. Meanwhile the modern epidemics of obesity, diabetes and heart disease are putting pressure on health service costs. The challenge is to design interventions that will succeed.
What are the opportunities for policy makers and urban planners? First, time impact assessments should be part of any design brief, with particular attention given to different demographic groups. Second, time savings should be a goal of each proposed health and environmental intervention and should inform the decision whether to implement the intervention or not. Workplaces, schools, childcare and community centres for elders could be located along a single bus or train route, and there must be more investment in high speed public transport. Where time savings are not possible, creative solutions and cross-sector collaborations will be required. Time trading schemes (like carbon trading) could be considered, underwritten by estimated savings to health services. For example, the US civil rights lawyer, Edgar Cahn, pioneered the notion of time banks in the early 1980s. Under these schemes, time currency is earned for caring or community work. Credit can be used to call on other members' time or on goods and services like public transport and refurbished computers. 23 Perhaps tax incentives could be offered to businesses that curb long working hours similar to the tax deductions provided for research and development expenditure. Policy makers, planners and corporate leaders should also advocate for a culture of time awareness, and cost-benefit analyses ought to include time as well as money. Meanwhile awards and publicity could be given to businesses that make time and workload allowances so their employees can use public transport or exercise during the work day.
Why not tackle time? Maybe the issues seem too hard or too complex, outside the usual authority of environmental and public health policy. It is not certain, for example, if time savings in one domain (such as travel) would result in spending more time on exercise or preparing healthy food. Indeed some travel researchers argue that time allocations are quite fixed so that increasing transport speed simply leads to more trips or traveling greater distances (see Schaefer and Victor, 24 and for a counter view Mokhtarian and Chen 25 ). Perhaps, because the problem of time has not yet been solved, people assume it can never be solved. On the other hand, there is a market for anything that can save time; holidays, services, technologies and even medication advertisements are already tapping it. Solutions to health and environmental problems, if they are to be feasible and widely embraced, need to capture this market too. Otherwise simply adding to time burdens could inadvertently penalise the nation's productive, caring and regenerative base, making it even harder to achieve public health and environmental goals.
